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CHAPTER |
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TO kill and kill and kill was the cry. To burn, to destroy, to
devastate, to lay waste. Men heard the madness and knew
it for madness and embraced it, some with fear and some
with joy. Kill or be killed. Survive or perish.

Pink, yellow, and green patches on maps personified
themselves. The personifications glared at one another,
then snarled, then cursed. Millions of hearts heard and beat
faster. Males strutted; females loved them for it.

It was the march beat of tramping feet. It was the sharp
staccato of steel-shod hoofs. It was the whir and growl of
speeding motors. It was the shriek and roar of troop trains
frontward bound.

His mother had not raised him to be a soldier.

She had made him wear curls and dressed him in white
pretties. He had looked like a girl, and hated it.

Then came killing time—war.

He killed a hundred men in individual combat: shot them,
burned them, crushed them, hurled their bodies down to
earth.

He became the terror of the battle fronts. He grinned at
grim death in a hundred duels above the clouds. He fought
fair, hard, and to kill, and the better his foeman fought to kill
him, the better he liked him for it.

He shot down eighty fighting planes. He matched his life
against that of any man. He fought, not with hate, but with
love for fighting. It was his joy, his sport, his passion. To him,
to dare and to die was to live. He had the courage to kill and



be killed, and war was his hunting licence. On home leave
from man- killing at the front, he hunted and killed deer, elk,
boar, bison, and birds, and brought their heads to his
mother's home.

He was courageous and knew it, gloried in it, flaunted it
with his challenge to the world of his enemies. He made
them know him- -he put his name on their lips—his name
that was unknown, unheard of, when he started the war as
a second "looie."

Wounded and decorated, he became the guest of kings
and queens. Boys and the youth of a nation made him their
idol, cheered him, followed him on the street.

He was young and blond, shy and handsome, proud and
serious. Girls by the thousands worshipped his picture and
filled his mail with letters by the sackful. One of them he
loved. He wanted to make her his wife, but he did not want
to make her his widow. He knew he was going to be killed.

He won the admiration and respect of his enemies. His
instinct and duty it was to kill them; he did. Their duty and
instinct it was to kill him; they did.

In one of the greatest air battles in the history of the
world, he went down, still fighting, still killing. He died a
national hero at the head of his fighting men in the service
of his country. He was buried by his enemies with respect
and military honours in unstinted recognition of his great
courage, his sportsmanship, and his tireless, relentless
spirit.

His name was Manfred von Richthofen.



Baron Manfred von Richthofen.
Portrait by Nicola Perscheid.

Into the grisly story of the World War there came a
refreshing gleam of the chivalry of old, when the pick of the
flower of youth on both sides carried the conflict into the
skies. Into that Knighthood of the Blue, Richthofen has been
given a place of highest merit by those he fought with and
against,

His life and death, his victories and his defeat, his loves,
his hopes, his fears bring a new record to the halls of that



same Valhalla in which rest the spirits of Guynemer, Hawker,
Ball, McCudden, Immelmann, Lufberry, Quentin Roosevelt,
and many others who fought aloft and died below with
hearts that held emotions other than hate.

Young blood, hot and daring, raced through their veins,
even as the winged steeds they rode raced on the wind to
conquest or disaster. With keen young eyes, glinting along
the barrels of their jibbering machine guns, they looked at
close range into one another's souls as they pressed the
triggers that sent one another tumbling down to death.

Some went down like flaming comets, burned beyond
recognition before the charred remains struck the earth
thousands of feet below. Some plunged earthward through
the blue in drunken staggers as their bullet-riddled bodies
slumped forward lifelessly on the controls. Some fell free
from shattered planes at fearsome heights, poured out like
the contents of a burst paper bag, and some, hurtling down
in formless wrecks, buried themselves in the ground.

This was the death that Richthofen dealt out to his
adversaries in the air—it was the same death they dealt to
him. As he had given to many, so he received. As he fought,
he died.

How many did he kill? The list is long and appalling. It is
a string of victories, a chaplet in which the beads of glory
and tragedy succeed one another to defeat and the grave. It
has never before been compiled, and it has only been after
weeks of research through the musty files and papers of the
German archives in Potsdam that | am now able to set forth
for the first time the date of each one of these combats and



identify to some extent the airmen that fell before the
German ace of aces.

Richthofen's officially confirmed victories in the air and a
list of the casualties inflicted by him appear in the Appendix.

On the day after his eightieth victory—April 21, 1918—he
died as he dove upon the British flyer selected for his
eighty-first victim. Strapped to the pilot's seat, his body
sown with lead, the Uhlan of the sky came down between
the blazing lines before Amiens. With only a dead man's
hands on the flying controls, the bright red Fokker triplane
of the ace of German aces landed on an even keel in front of
Australian trenches. He was twenty-five years old.

To his country and the cause it was soon to lose, the loss
of Richthofen was great. Ludendorff, when he heard the
news, said, "He was worth as much to us as three divisions."
His mother had not raised him to be a soldier, but in the
military estimation of his fighting worth he was placed in the
balance against thirty thousand bayonets.

The mother lives today in the little town of Schweidnitz in
German Silesia—lives in the large, cold, silent rooms and
hall of the big white house that once reechoed to the shouts
of the boy who wore curls and looked like a girl. Dearer to
this sad-faced, gray-haired woman than Ludendorff's high
valuation of her son; dearer than the rows of ribbons and
decorations and the acknowledgments of comrades and
former foes, are three golden ringlets of fine-spun hair in a
plain white pasteboard box and a mother's memories of the
cherubic head that bore them.

Although Prussian junkers from a fighting stock that won
its title of baron far back in the Seventeenth Century, the



Richthofen family took little part in subsequent wars. They
were landowners, squires of county seats who worked their
estates with thrift and efficiency and found their sports in
hunting and riding. Some held small government posts, but
they always returned to the fields and forests and the
country houses they loved.

And in the family of Schickfuss, from which came the
mother of the famous ace, it was the same. Conservatives
to the bone, it was their aim to work hard, respect order,
and find their fun in hard riding and hard hunting. Old Uncle
Alexander Schickfuss, after shooting the feathers and horns
off all kinds of Silesian fauna, packed up his guns and
sought the huntsman's joy in the wilds of Africa, in Ceylon,
and in Hungary.

In the saddle and on the hunt, it was the same with
Richthofen's father, with the exception that he became the
first of the line to enter active service in the army. As an
officer of a Uhlan regiment, he evidenced a high sense of
duty as a soldier, but the greatest record he has left is on
the walls of the Schweidnitz home in the shape of four
hundred mounted deer heads and stuffed birds, all brought
down afield by his gun. He served through the war as a
major of reserve, but died shortly after the Armistice.

>From this line of modern primitives came Manfred von
Richthofen, born May 2, 1892, in Breslau. Organization,
reputed to be the forte of his country, was not inborn with
him. He was essentially an individualist. The spirit of the
hunter, the stalker, was strong within him, and with it ran
pride of conquest, the natural outgrowth of strong
competitive and combative senses.



He felt strongly the same urge that drives the city-bred
man to the wilds for relief from the pressure of organized
life, to feel once more the discipline of nature instead of that
of steel and asphalt and traffic regulations. The hunt was his
life and the trophy was his prize. Richthofen was like his
father and, no doubt, like all his forbears in the matter of
trophies. The hunter must show the prey he ran to earth.

Since Stone Age days, man's abode, whether a cave or a
tree nest, has been littered with the bones of those he slew
in hunt or combat. Armorial halls festooned with captured
standards, or walls studded with antlered or feathered
heads, are expressions of the same strain. And so were the
tons of German helmets that two million A.E.F.'ers brought
back from France.

It was no different with the individual air fighters of the
World War—the man-birds who hunted in the clouds. The
boyhood bedroom of Richthofen in Schweidnitz remains
today, with the exception of its owner's portraits, just as the
victorious ace arranged and decorated it his last trip home
before his death.

Its walls are covered with the linen scalps of fallen foes.
They are the gaily painted red, white, and blue numbers and
symbols cut from fighting planes that went down in defeat
under the guns of Richthofen's red Fokker. To anyone who
knew the war, the bedchamber is a "room of dead men's
numbers," but it is not that to Mother Richthofen, whose son
told her that the stripes of fabric placed on the walls were
taken only from vanquished planes whose occupants
survived the fight that forced them to earth behind the
German lines.



The chandelier hanging from the ceiling over the centre
table is the rotary motor of a French plane which the ace
brought down near Verdun. Richthofen had it remade with
electric bulbs on each cylinder head, and, in order to
support the unusual weight, he had to reinforce the rafters
in the ceiling, from which it is suspended on chains. The
table itself is made from parts of broken propeller blades of
all kinds. The night lamp on the bed table is formed from the
metal hub of an airplane's undercarriage wheel. The
centrepiece on the table is a flying compass, and the wall
table under the large portrait is loaded down with silver
cups commemorating battles in the sky.

Among all these gruesome trophies, each representing a
death struggle in midair, one holds the position of honour
over the bedroom door. It is the machine gun from an
English plane that sent many German flyers to their death.
It is the weapon of the first English ace, Major Lanoe
Hawker. Hawker was one of the best flyers in the Allied
ranks. He had received the Victoria Cross and many
decorations, and had a long string of air victories to his
credit. Richthofen himself had been decorated and had
brought down ten enemy planes. It was a meeting of
champions of the air. It was a battle of eagles, each
determined upon the other's death, and it took place high
over the battle lines between Bapaume and Albert, in full
view of thousands of mud-grimed soldiers who watched the
combat from their trenches.

Richthofen wrote the account of that fight for publication
in Germany during the war, and his publishers, Ullstein &



Company, have given me permission to reproduce it in
English for the first time. Here it is:

| must confess that it was a matter of great pride to me
to learn that the Englishman | shot down on November 23
[1916] was the English equivalent of our great Immelmann.
Of course, | did not know who he was during the fight, but |
did know from the masterly manner in which he handled his
plane and the pluck with which he flew, that he was a
wonderful fellow.

It was fine weather when | flew away from our airdrome
that day. | was in the best of spirits and keen for the hunt.
Flying at an altitude of about ten thousand feet, | observed
three English planes. | saw that they saw me, and from their
manoeuvres | gathered that our hopes for the day's fun
were mutual. They were hunting bent, the same as I. | was
spoiling for a fight, and they impressed me much the same.
They were above me, but | accepted the challenge. Being
underneath and in no position to attack, | had to wait till the
fellow dived on me. It was not long to wait. Soon he started
down in a steep gliding dive, trying to catch me from
behind.

He opens fire with his machine gun. Five shots rip out,
and | change my course quickly by a sharp turn to the left.
He follows, and the mad circle starts. He is trying to get
behind me, and | am trying to get behind him. Round and
round we go in circles, like two madmen, playing ring-
around-a-rosie almost two miles above the earth. Both of
our motors are speeded to the utmost; still neither of us
seems to gain on the other. We are exactly opposite each
other on the circumference of the circle, and in this position



neither one of us can train our single forward shooting
machine guns on the other.

First, we would go twenty times around to the right, and
then swing into another circle going round twenty times to
the left. We continued the mad race, neither gaining an
advantage. | knew at once that | was dealing with no
beginner, because he didn't appear to dream of trying to
break off the fight and get out of the circling. His plane was
excellent for manoeuvring and speed, but my machine gave
me an advantage by being able to climb better and faster.
This enabled me at last to break the circle and manoeuvre
into a position behind and above him.

But in the circling fight, both of us had lost height. We
must have come down at least six thousand feet because
now we were little more than three thousand feet above the
ground. The wind was in my favour. Throughout the fight, at
the same time we kept getting lower, the wind was
gradually drifting us back across the German lines. | saw
that now we were even behind the German lines in front of
Bapaume, and my opponent should have noticed that it was
time for him to back out of the fight, because he was getting
farther into my territory.

But he was a plucky devil. With me behind and above
him, he even turned round and waved his arm at me, as
though to say, "Wie geht's?"” We went into circles again—
fast and furious and as small as we could drive them.
Sometimes | estimated the diameters of the circles at
between eighty and a hundred yards. But always | kept
above him and at times | could look down almost vertically
into his cockpit and watch each movement of his head. If it



had not been for his helmet and goggles, | could have seen
what sort of a face he had.

He was a fine sportsman, but | knew that in time my
close presence behind and above him would be too much
for him, particularly as all the time we were getting lower
and lower and farther behind my lines. We were getting so
close to the ground that he would soon have to decide
whether he would have to land behind our lines or whether
he would break the circle and try to get back to his own
side.

Apparently, the idea of landing and surrender never
occurred to this sportsman, because suddenly he revealed
his plans to escape by going into several loops and other
manoeuvres of equal folly. As he came out of them, headed
back for his lines, my first bullets began whistling around his
ears, because up to now, with the exception of his opening
shots, neither one of us had been able to range on the
other.

The battle is now close to the ground. He is not a
hundred yards above the earth. Our speed is terrific. He
starts back for his front. He knows | am right behind him and
close on his tail. He knows my gun barrel is trained on him.
He starts to zigzag, making sudden darts right and left—
right and left— confusing my aim and making it difficult to
train my gun on him. But the moment is coming. | am fifty
yards behind him. My machine gun is firing incessantly. We
are hardly fifty yards above the ground—just skimming it.

Now | am within thirty yards of him. He must fall. The gun
pours out its stream of lead. Then it jams. Then it reopens
fire. That jam almost saved his life. One bullet goes home.



He is struck through the back of the head. His plane jumps
and crashes down. It strikes the ground just as | swoop over.
His machine gun rammed itself into the earth, and now it
decorates the entrance over my door. He was a brave man a
sportsman, and a fighter.

Hawker's silent gun over her dead son's door is not the prize
that his mother likes to look upon. She does not like to think
of Mother Hawker somewhere, and she does not like to think
that her son's gun today rests in a similar place over the
bedroom door of some English airman. But in Richthofen's
bedroom is one trophy which she loves and which brings
moisture to her eyes as she touches it tenderly.

It is a square piece of brown pasteboard on which are
three duck feathers, held there by a gob of red sealing wax;
it was the first trophy of the boy that wore the curls. It is the
proud symbol of his first "kill." "We passed our vacations in
the country with Grandmother," Mrs. von Richthofen told
me. "One day, Manfred could not suppress his fast-
developing passion for hunting. He had his first air rifle, and
with it he killed three or four of Grandmother's tame ducks
that he found swimming on a little pond near the house.

"He proudly related his exploit to his grandmother, and |
started to reprimand him. His good old grandmother
stopped me from scolding him because, as she said, he had
been right in confessing his misdeed. Today, when | see
those three duck feathers in his old room with all his
trophies of war, | cannot keep back my tears."

That hunting passion that stood him so well in the air
marked all of his early life. He hunted for prey and he



hunted for the thrill of the hunt. To him, it was the
expression of living. He had a splendid physique and the
keenest vision. His agility became a matter of comment at
an early age, when he mastered the trick of turning
somersaults without using his hands.

His first exploits in the air were made by way of a large
apple tree at the age of eight. He reached some difficult
fruit on the uppermost branches and returned to the ground
not by way of the trunk but by swinging and bending on the
ends of the lowest branches.

"An easily terrified mother is a great obstacle to the
physical development of her children,” Mrs. von Richthofen
said. "When Manfred was a little boy, | believe many of my
friends considered me rather a careless mother because |
did not forbid the two boys to engage in some of the feats
they liked, but | was then, and am still, convinced children
can only become agile if they are allowed such freedom as
will enable them to judge what they can safely demand of
their bodies."

The future ace knew the tingle that all humans feel on
high places. At the age of ten, when a schoolboy, he
climbed the highest church tower in Wahlstatt, made a
terrifying ascent over the eaves, and even mounted the
uppermost lightning rod, to which he tied his pocket
handkerchief. He said, in after life, that flying at dizzy
heights like twenty thousand feet above the earth never
reproduced the thrill that he had as a boy when he looked
down on the town of Wahlstatt from the top of the steeple.

His daring extended even into the realms of the
unknown, as, for instance, that time in his twelfth year when



he had the temerity to hunt a ghost. There had long been a
story to the effect that the Richthofen house had been
haunted since the time that a man had hung himself from
the rafters in the attic. The boy, with serious, questioning
eyes, made the old caretaker of the house show him the
exact spot from which the body had dangled.

He and his brother Lothar moved their bed to the attic
and placed it under the spot. They arranged to spend the
night there and trap the spectre. His mother, together with
his sister, decided to impersonate the ghost. During the
night, they crept to the attic and started rolling chestnuts
across the floor. Manfred, who was asleep, was aroused by
his younger brother calling his attention to the unusual
noise. The mother recounts that the elder boy was out of
bed in an instant, brandishing a stick, and that she and her
daughter only saved themselves from blows by hurriedly
switching on the lights.

Young Richthofen had no special inclinations toward the
life of a soldier. Concerning the decision that sent him away
to a cadet school and marked him for a military career, he
once wrote: "l was not particularly fond of being a cadet, but
my father desired it, and so | wasn't asked about it."
Parental authority in the Richthofen home was supreme.
Although the future ace had the natural hatred of discipline,
his home life developed in him a great respect for superiors,
an unquestioned obedience to authority, and a keen sense
of duty. He despised dishonesty because he considered it
cowardly.

As a student, he never distinguished himself. He disliked
classes and worked only to the extent required to assure



him passing marks, a tendency which did not increase his
popularity with his teachers. But in the gymnasium and on
the sports field he found his chief interest in athletic feats
and contest. He suffered an early injury to one knee while
performing on the bars, and for some time walked with a
limp, but never permitted this handicap to interfere with his
continued participation in sports. Boxing was not considered
the manly sport in Germany in those days, so Richthofen
never had a glove on and his youth barred him from the
duelling field.

After eight years in the cadet corps, he became Herr
Lieutenant in the fall of 1912, and being assigned to the
First Uhlan Regiment, named after the Russian emperor,
Alexander |, came first to know and feel the pride of
superiority that the man on horseback feels over the man
on foot. Richthofen said it was his proudest moment and
that for the first time he began to love his duty and his life
as a soldier, He liked to ride and to ride hard.

In the saddle, he was ever willing to dare much, but it
does not appear that the young Uhlan officer's
horsemanship quite equalled his intrepidity, because there
are many stories of his frequent falls and mishaps. Once he
is thrown and nets a cracked collar bone, and again, at a
horse show, his mount takes the water jump in full view of a
packed gallery, but leaves the rider head foremost in the
mud. In one of these early incidents, he displayed a Spartan
endurance that won him the admiration of his fellow officers
and commanders. It was in the cross-country ride for the
Emperor's prize in 1913, and Richthofen, true to form, was
pitched on his head in the first two miles. Again the collar



bone snapped. Painful as it was, however, the rider
remounted and rode on forty-five miles, reaching the
finishing point on time and winning the prize.

Within ten months of this date, the young Uhlan for the
first time was riding at the head of his men to war. His
thoughts of flying were confined to the saddle, toward
taking fences and hedges and charging across fields, when
the great disaster broke out. Quartered with his regiment in
a little Silesian town, six miles from the German-Russian
frontier he refused to believe the rumblings and threats of
strife that began to appear in the newspapers.

He and his fellow officers did not believe it. So many
times before, the orders had come to be in readiness to
move and as many times, nothing had happened. The
cavalrymen, proud of their designation as the eyes of the
army, followed orders but ignored the growing clamour. It
would not happen. The day before the last order was
received—the order to be in readiness to move at any
minute—the Uhlan mess spent the evening playing cards,
eating oysters, and drinking champagne. All were gay, and
no one present had the thought that the world was on the
verge of a spasm that was to last more than four years and
from which but few of those happy ones present that night
would emerge alive. Richthofen was twenty-two years old at
the time.

The mother of a fellow officer had hastened to visit them,
and they had laughingly assured her that there would be no
war, and she in happiness had invited the entire mess to a
special dinner. In the midst of the celebration a ranking
officer from Army Headquarters opened the door and stood



there silently. He gazed on the merriment with a stern and
serious face. It was August 1, 1914.

He was on a hastily ordered frontier inspection. Through
him they learned that all the bridges in the surrounding
country had been placed under heavy guard that night and
fortifying work was progressing that minute on important
places in the area. The news stopped the festivities only for
a minute. It was only another false alarm. War could not be.
Life was too good. Peace was too sweet. Why war?

On the following day, war was declared. That night, the
officers that had attended the celebration rode across the
frontier and invaded Russia. The declaration brought an end
to all rumours.

Here was something final, and to uniformed youth it
brought joy and the prospect of showing what mettle they
had as a result of the long years of training. They knew their
task and felt keenly its importance. They were the eyes of
the army.

The High Command depended upon their reconnoitering
their mounted raids behind the enemy lines, their dashing
charges on enemy advance posts, their disruption of enemy
communications— all these they thought of in the old terms
of war and with the old pride of the cavalry.

Richthofen stood beside his horse in the courtyard of the
barracks a few minutes before midnight. He had just made a
final inspection of his troop of men and horses standing
there in the darkness. In his pockets he carried orders which
he knew by heart. He had studied them daily for more than
a year. He was six miles from the frontier across which he
was to ride on the great adventure.



Using his saddlebag for a desk, he wrote the following:
Ostrowo,
Aug. 2, 1914.

My Dear Parents:

These are to be my last lines, written in a hurry. My most
hearty greetings to you. If we should never see each other
again, take these, my most sincere thanks, for everything
you have done for me. | leave no debts behind me. | have,
on the contrary, saved a few hundred marks which I am
taking along with me.

Embracing every one of you, | am,

Your grateful and obedient Son and Brother,

Manfred.

A sharp command, the rattle of equipment as the troops
mounted, the sound of iron-shod hoofs on the cobbles, and
they rode off into the night—to war.




CHAPTER 1l
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ON the morning of August 3,1914, the inhabitants of the
little Russian village of Kielce, located just a few miles east
of the German frontier, awoke to find a troop of German
Uhlans patrolling the main street and occupying points of
vantage on the road leading in and out of the village.

A twenty-two-year-old second lieutenant swung from his
horse in front of a low building of weather-stained
clapboards. His hair was blond; his cheeks were pink, his
uniform was natty. With the handle of his riding crop he
rapped on the wooden door, which was opened by the
village priest, a tall man in black robes, whose pallid face
was framed above by long black hair and below by a full red
beard.

"Father," said the boy officer with heels together as
though on parade, "it is my painful duty to inform you that
war has been declared between Germany and your country
and that your village is now occupied and surrounded by my
men. | must notify you that you are my prisoner. My name is
Manfred von Richthofen, Second Lieutenant of the First
Regiment of Uhlans."

The formal speech didn't even sound real to the
youngster who spoke it. Even less real it seemed to the
cleric, who received it with a smile and folded hands, quite
after the fashion he always employed in receiving visitors to
the village. What nonsense was the boy talking? War?
Troops? Prisoners? What sort of fun-making was this?



Two normally peacefully inclined humans, neither of
whom had ever seriously thought of harming each other,
much less of war, faced each other with smiles of equal
strangeness on the opening day of a struggle that was to
last through four long years, spread ruin among hundreds of
millions, bring a continent to the brink of destruction,
devastate thousands of square miles of peaceful
countryside, wipe out millions of lives, and rock civilization.

The prisoner priest fades into the background, but the
boy who took him captive captured the undefended town
without firing a shot, and then found difficulty in convincing
the villagers that they were prisoners—that boy became the
national hero of his country and the greatest air fighter that
the German war machine ever sent aloft. The incident, now
lost in the reek and wallow of all that followed, was the first
hostile act of the youth who became the ace of German
aces in the air. In the act itself the boy became the man of
war.

To make the peaceful villagers realize that they were
prisoners, young Richthofen wrapped himself in sternness
and locked the priest in the tower of the church.

"At the first sign of hostility from your villagers, you will
be executed," Richthofen assured him, in a properly
forbidding manner. "And | shall take such other measures as
are necessary for the protection of the men under my
command and the proper pacification of the inhabitants."”

To insure against the priest's escape, Richthofen next
removed the ladder leading to the belfry, and placed a
sentry there, both to guard the priest and to watch the
approaches to the town.



Then he reported in ponderous peacetime military
fashion, writing long accounts of his mission and sending off
couriers to either flank and to the rear. The frontier was a
small river, and he, at the head of his patrol, had crossed it
stealthily in the darkness. The young lieutenant and his
men, all keyed up to the high pitch of the moment,
expected to encounter resistance on the international line;
and their surprise was beyond words when they passed over
the little rustic bridge and found themselves on Russian soil
without the firing of a shot. They had thought there was
something funny about this war, after all. Maybe the order
for hostilities had been recalled, maybe it was all a mistake,
but there was nothing for them to do but to carry out orders
until other instructions were received.

In five quiet, uneventful days young Richthofen's little
patrol had dwindled to himself and two men; the rest had
been sent off as dispatch carriers and as yet had not found
their way back. It was quiet in the captured village—so quiet
that the lieutenant released the priest with apologies from
his belfry confinement and told him to return to his house.
The villagers were not only peaceful and docile—they
appeared to be helpful to the invaders. To Richthofen's
primitive instincts of the hunt, transferred and made
applicable to war, it didn't seem according to the rules of
the game. How could a huntsman show his prowess when
no one questioned or resisted him?

Puzzled, he went to sleep on the fifth night of the
occupation and was awakened shortly after midnight by a
tug at his shoulder. It was the sentry he had left posted on
the belfry.



"The Cossacks are here," he whispered in a husky voice.
He also was young. He had seen the enemy for the first
time. His voice betrayed not fear but the thrill which comes
with quickened heartbeats when fighting males approach
contact with their adversaries.

Jumping out from his blankets, Richthofen became the
hunter— or the quarry—he knew not which. Senses alert
and keen, he stepped out into the night. There was a fine
mist of rain falling and the darkness was complete. Under
this covering he and his men led their three horses through
a break in the churchyard wall and into an open field.

Trailing a carbine beside him, Richthofen returned
through the churchyard and, keeping under cover of the
wall, they came to the village street. It was filled with men
and horses. He recognized them immediately as Cossacks.
He estimated their number at thirty. Some of them carried
lanterns. They were noisy and raucous as they questioned
the villagers. Seeing the leader of the newcomers in
conversation with the priest, the young Uhlan doubled his
caution.

He crossed the churchyard, leaped the opposite wall, and
joined his two men with the horses in the field. They led the
animals in silence across the open field and took to the
shelter of the near-by woods. In the gray light of early
morning, they saw the Cossacks ride out of the village, but
they did not return to their old quarters, realizing that an
outpost had been left to receive them. Funny war! No
shooting—no hunting; just a schoolboy game of "robbers
and policemen."



Unshaven, mud-splashed, and wrinkled from a week
without removing their clothes, the trio returned to the
garrison town on the seventh day after their departure, and
were received as ghosts. Richthofen had been reported
dead in a brush with Cossacks, and his mother had received
condolences from friends far and near. An unmerited
obituary is the best of jokes to vibrant youth at twenty-two.

His "return from the dead" netted him an ovation in the
little garrison town, but this first sample of hero worship was
short- lived, because, within twenty-hour hours, the
regiment had entrained and was off for destination unknown
but guessed to be France. Day and night the troop train
sped westward across Silesia and Saxony in the general
direction of Metz.

Richthofen and four young second lieutenants, with all of
their bags and equipment, were quartered in one second
class compartment. They had a table between them, and it
was loaded down with bottles—bottles that were
replenished at every stop, where cheering crowds awaited
them.

The regiment was known. The First Uhlans and the One
Hundred and Fifty-fith Regiment of Infantry had been
mentioned in the first official German communiqué as
having taken the Russian town of Kalisch. They were
greeted as heroes, and this greeting was not hard to take
when accompanied by the flashing eyes and admiring
glances of girls who offered them kisses and flowers and
wine.

As neither Richthofen nor the three other officers had
been in the Kalisch engagement, the celebration galled a bit



at first, but as it was repeated at every place where the
train stopped, they soon became used to it and liked it. It
felt good to be taken as heroes. Why deny it? They stopped
explanations.

Further than that, they invented wild tales of their
encounters with the ferocious Russians, and one of the
party, who had brought with him the sword of a Russian
policeman, exhibited the weapon as first-hand evidence of
the fierce combat in which it had been wrested from the
grasp of a Cossack, and then sheathed in his own blood.
Certain rust stains on the blade further bore out this tale.

The officers' compartment was crowded and hot, and
blue with tobacco smoke. Fresh bottles succeeded the
empty ones, which were sent out of the window at
convenient targets. They sang and joked and laughed and
made up more tales for the next enthusiastic throng that
was to receive them.

Once the revelry was brought to an end with an incident
which might have proved tragic. The train stopped suddenly
in a long dark tunnel, and those on board were not aware of
the reason, Bombs—wrecks—attacks flashed through their
minds in the darkness. The silence increased the tension.
Then a shot was fired, and immediately hundreds of rifles
protruded from windows and were discharged. Bullets
hitting the stone walls of the tunnel, richocheted in all
directions, The excitement was intense. That no one was
wounded seemed a miracle. The incident served to show
however, that the German military machine was not entirely
the nerveless thing of ironclad discipline and precision that
it was supposed to be.



Richthofen rode with his regiment across Luxemburg
without incident other than his ill-advised capture of a
Luxemburg policeman, whom he finally decided to release,
inasmuch as Luxemburg had not opened hostilities or
resisted the German invasion of its frontiers, and the
policeman had not interfered with his march or his men.

Approaching the fortified towns on the Belgian frontier,
the cavalry division rode as though on manoeuvres. With
this division Richthofen crossed his second enemy frontier in
the vicinity of Arlon, in which town he climbed the church
steeple for observation purposes but learned nothing more
than that the surrounding country appeared to be free of
Belgian or French forces.

The townspeople were bitter, and the young Uhlan was
forced to use all of his diplomacy and reserve to get out of
the town alone and join his troop on the outskirts. Later he
wrote that it had become necessary subsequently to
execute some of the citizens for sniping on troops passing
through the main street.

His daring, which could also be called his lack of caution,
did not mark him for any great success as a cavalry officer.
The characteristics which later made him such a
redoubtable foe in the air almost cost him his life, and did
cost him the lives of most of his troop in his first armed
encounter with the enemy. For all his years of military
training, the young Uhlan officer fell victim to the simplest in
mounted manoeuvres. He allowed himself and his troop to
be ambushed and almost annihilated.

It was on August 21st, in the little Belgian village of
Etalle, twenty miles from the frontier, that Richthofen



received orders to make a mounted reconnaissance toward
the south in the direction of a little town called Meix-devant-
Virton. His duty it was to discover the strength of French
cavalry supposed to be occupying a large forest. With the
war less than two weeks old, movement marked the efforts
of the opposing forces to get into advantageous contact
with one another.

>From the height of a hilltop, Richthofen looked over the
forest with his binoculars. The dew on the treetops sparkled
in the brilliant morning sun. The scene was one of peace
and quiet, and the Uhlan patrol of fourteen men felt itself off
again on an objectless ride which would bring it back to
camp late at night with nothing but fatigue and aching
bones to pay for a long day's march. It was soon to have a
rude awakening from such blissfulness.

After his two advance men had trotted into the forest
without encountering resistance, Richthofen advanced with
his patrol to the edge of the trees and easily discovered
from the ground that a large number of horsemen had
passed that way shortly before. The hoof marks were fresh
in the damp soil. Here was the chance for action at last.
Young blood tingled.

"In my mind's eye, | saw myself at last at the head of my
little troop, sabring a hostile squadron," Richthofen wrote
afterward. "l was quite intoxicated with excitement, and |
saw the eyes of my young Uhlans sparkle."

They took up the trail immediately and advanced through
the darkness of the forest at a sharp trot. At first they rode
with the regulation caution of advance and rearguards, but,
after twenty minutes, in which nothing was encountered,



the entire patrol became bunched together, and eagerness
increased the pace.

In thirty minutes, the first riders, making a turn in a leafy
glade, were brought to a sudden stop by the presence of a
barrier of felled trees lying across the road. On the left there
was a small rivulet, and beyond that a small meadow fifty
yards wide. To the right rose a steep, stony slope. In all
other directions, the darkness of the forest pressed in with
menacing shadows on the sunlight of the small clearing.
There was no other sound than the snorts and breathing of
the sweating horses and the rattle of equipment.

Richthofen galloped up to the barrier and raised his
binoculars. On that instant a volley of rifle fire blazed out on
the little patrol from three sides. Trapped! A mounted force
of French cuirassiers (light cavalry), estimated at one
hundred men, had them at their mercy.

The carbines banged away. Horses reared and men fell to
the ground, some to lie quite still, and some to struggle with
the reins of their terror-stricken animals.

The path ahead was blocked by the felled trees. The river
stopped a charge to the left. The rocky hill on the right
barred progress in that direction.

Lifting his hand in signal for hasty retreat, Richthofen put
spurs into his horse and dashed backward, but the Uhlans
behind had mistaken his signal and had galloped up to his
assistance. Bunched together in the sunlit clearing, they
offered an excellent target for the cracking carbines.

Richthofen later described the exploit which reflected so
sadly on his long years of cavalry schooling:



